This article analyses the conflicting understandings surrounding the recognition of anti-black racism in Mexico drawing from an analysis of the 2005 controversy around Memín Pinguín.
Introduction
Of all the horrific details of this chilling account by Afro-Honduran human rights activist What is interesting in the case of both President Fox's outbursts of patriotic defense of Mexicans in the United States, and of the issuing of the stamps, was that while few raised their voices to defend or justify Fox's racist remarks, a wide spectrum of high-profile personalities rose in support of Memín Penguín (Krauze 2005a , 2005b , Monsiváis 2005 , Poniatowska in Palapa Quijas et al. 2005 . The Mexican media and key members of the intellectual elite from both ends of the political spectrum tried to play down the purported racism of the stamps and explain Mexico's non-racist national character, accusing the US of "Africans could buy their freedom and give birth to children who were in turn free to marry anyone of any racial origin. Moreover, they were able to move through colonial society with a certain ease and even some advantages (…) they could work freely in tropical agriculture and skilled occupations, especially as blacksmiths, painters, sculptors, carpenters, candle-makers and singers in the churches. In the colonial society of New Spain, men and women of color mixed easily with the rest of the population" (2005) .
Elisa Velazquez declared that the problem is that Mexico´s Black population is invisible and thus the racism they are exposed to goes unrecognized. This reveals, she argues, many
Mexicans' ignorance of the implications of racism (quoted in Vargas 2005a). Mexican anthropologist, Claudio Lomnitz, writing for a US-based online magazine, argued that the "Memín affair reflects decades of profound and unacknowledged changes in the relations between the United States and Mexico" (Lomnitz 2005) . He emphasized how the belief in mestizaje as a way of conquering racism has taken hold in many Mexicans' imaginary of the country, particularly "in contrast to the Anglo-American penchant for genocide, apartheid and Jim Crow" (Lomnitz 2005 
Blackness and the Mestizaje Project
In the 1940s, when Memín Pinguín was first published, the Mexican state's effort to integrate Indigenous, mestizo and white populations under a national banner and avoid a public recognition of Black people was at its peak. During the post-revolutionary period, the state developed a political agenda based on ideas of social justice and economic growth. In order to achieve this, the state promoted the creation of a new citizen that would result from the process of mestizaje. This new citizen would be a member of the so-called "cosmic race"
proposed by then Minister of Education, José Vasconcelos (1948 Vasconcelos ( (1925 This is in part due to the specific history of the enslaved peoples of African descent in the Spain "although in the same year the census registered 600,000 people of afromestizo groups" (Kemper 1995: 538) . We argue that what we see is a ´possessive investment´ in mestizaje that enables In the following section we discuss three ways in which the ´possessive investment´ on Mestizaje are recurring among the defenders of Memín's innocuous character. First, a patriotic defense against US intervention; second, the "comforting" commonsensical argument that Memín is part of Mexican popular culture; and third, the assertion that in
Mexico "race" is not a problem. All three themes constitute parts of the racial ideology of mestizaje of the early to mid twentieth century and show strong continuities and repercussions in early twenty first century Mexico.
'We are not racist….': Patriotism and Anti-United States Nationalism
Let us now consider the first main aspect we identified in the defense of the stamps and the Comic: the patriotic defense against US intervention. anti-colonial response, promoted by the ruling elites, to ideas of purity and "white" hegemonic discourses emanating from European and US scientific racism, social Darwinism and eugenics. This was an idea that took an important populist twist after the Revolution of the 1910s and became a unifying force. This race-based project was supposed to overcome the racist ideology that predominated before the Revolution. As Emiko Saldívar (2008 Saldívar ( , 2014 argues, mestizaje was portrayed as the embodiment of both the demand for social justice and for the political and economic modernization of the country; it is the ideology coined by the post revolutionary elites that created a sense of unity and belonging without the need for political and legal recognition of Indigenous and Black peoples.
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It was this enactment of mestizaje as racially progressive that the intellectuals we have been discussing here -Monsiváis, Krauze and Poniatowska -decided not to engage with when it came to the Memín Pinguín case, even though they all wrote seminal books in the 1980s that criticized the all-encompassing mestizo national project (see Krauze (1986) , Monsiváis (1987) and Poniatowska (1980) Monsiváis, the accusation that the Comic is racist proceeds only after President Fox's comment that the Mexicans in the US take the jobs "that not even the blacks want to do" (Vargas 2005b ). But more importantly, he insists that this accusation of racism is just "the will to transfer one's own racism to somebody else's society" (2008: 3). As Lomnitz has argued, the idea that "race" is a concept imported from outside is common among Mexican Memín was not only a medium through which the elite reproduced power and gender relations, but also racial hierarchies? How could somebody known for his critical eye for understanding the subtle and unsaid so quickly dismisses the issue of race? Monsivais is not alone in this. There seems to be a more generalized inability of many Mexican intellectuals to critique both mestizaje and racism at the same time. It is as if the idea of race appears as incompatible with mestizaje, thus making an anti-racist mestizaje from below very hard to construct given its historical hegemonic use by the nation-building elite. We believe that it is We can see the normalization of these images in the Mexican public's reaction of surprise when the subject of Memín Pinguín being a racist comic arose again in the US in 2008 when members of the African American community complained that the supermarket what he has to do and thinks it is very difficult. Carlos then "kindly" encourages him to do the report saying that he cannot believe he is such a brute. But there is no comeback, no challenge to the reproduction of racism through the implication and reaffirmation of hierarchies, neither from Memín, nor from the teacher, who has been listening to this exchange.
Privilege: The invested disavowal of racism
Memín is inextricably an elite depiction of poverty and popular culture. It is, as Monsivais correctly points out "the observation of poverty or wealth that destroy families and force single mothers to wash huge piles of someone else's clothes so they can give some education to their children" (Monsiváis 2008: 2) . It is to this argument that race is not the problem but class, that we now turn our attention. In his article reflecting on the debate around Memín It is our argument that such an assumption is wrong. The majority of the Mexican readership has not realized (or cared sufficiently) that the Comic is racist and yes, they have tolerated it (very similar to the reactions and controversy around the comic Tin Tin in Belgium) (Reuters 2012 Memín "is a strictly a quaint, charming fact. He is not inferior; he is different, nothing else" (2008: 3) . What does it mean for someone to be described as a quaint and charming (picturesque) piece of data? Simply being the different one? How can we critically accept that "difference", when invoked in relation to racial issues, is exempt from value? Memín is constantly ridiculed and his best friends, while making degrading remarks about his body, his features and his intellectual capacities, are not excluding him.
Monsiváis' definition of racism is tidy: "racism, amongst other characteristics, is the accumulation of discriminatory actions that are justified and demanded by prejudice, and is the operation of choosing subjects to be ridiculed" (2008: 3). While we would not have any disagreement with this, to then insist that Memín's comic is not racist, and that the issue is class-and-not-race, is debatable. Here, we are not talking about a segregationist context where racism works to radically exclude Black people from mainstream life. On the contrary, in
Mexico we have a purportedly raceless situation where jokes, friendly banter and fun, can be accomplished without major consequences for the perpetrators (Sue & Golash-Boza 2013) .
This means that the premise of saying or doing this "con cariño" (with kindness), as
Poniatowska remarked, establishes a status quo where racism can be elided and the ways in which it is related to other forms of exclusion such as sexism or class distinctions are rendered invisible. It is what Mary Jackman calls "domination without an expression of hostility" (1994). Many class-based analyses start from the idea of "conflict"; that is, that society is organized around class conflict. Such work fails to recognize that long-term discrimination, especially along the lines of class, gender and race, does not show open conflict. On the contrary, those who benefit from a society that ensures them power and wealth are very invested in avoiding conflict. As Jackman points out: "When a relationship is regularized and institutionalized, it is simply a case of "c'est la vie". Personal acts of aggression are not required to claim one's due as a member of the advantaged group: benefits simply fall into one 's lap" (1994: 8) . Given that racism in Mexico has been normalized through the ideology of mestizaje, that is, we are facing a raceless social organization, benign depictions of discrimination and racial hierarchies are seen as part of the given, the status quo, making it easy to overlook the intrinsic relationship between racial and class discrimination. Both of these, together with gender discrimination, are the cement, the stickiness, that keeps in place a system of privilege and domination that benefits only a few. We can see this in the fact that in Mexico, as they are pretty much throughout the Americas, Indigenous and Black women are at the bottom of the racial hierarchy. The elites avoid racial conflict by either downplaying the existence of power and the privilege and benefits that this brings to them; or by disguising these relationships with expression of love and care for the dominated group and the appreciation of "their culture". As Jackman proposes, "the everyday practice of discrimination does not require feelings of hostility, and, indeed, it is not at all difficult to Mestizaje, and more recently multiculturalism, make both elites and dominated people believe that they are all united under the harmony of a post-race era of diversity and recognition. This is a particularly poignant warning that should be taken into account when observing developments towards the institutionalization of a discourse of inclusion that is invested in the disavowal of race and racism and does not challenge underlying racist assumptions about difference.
Conclusion
Memín Pinguín's controversy, its particularities and the ways in which the case was responded to, is an example of post-racial politics in the specific context of Mexican mestizaje. It allows us to observe a process of normalization, as numerous official and public voices rushed to possessively deny its racist character and re-establish the "hope" for racial harmony promised by mestizaje (Da Costa 2014) . By persisting in the silence around blackness in Mexico, and by the same token reinforcing mestizo normativity as racial privilege, racial exclusion was naturalized and the recognition of racism was avoided.
Official 9 We have decided to use the term Black to refer to population of African descent in Mexico, as it seems this is the preferred term of choice by the population that has chose to selfidentify with the terms Black, Afro-descendants or Afro-Mexicans. This was debated in relation to the inclusion of this category in the 2015 Intercensal survey and the 2020 national census. 10 See, for example, (De La Cadena 1996 , Gould 1996 , Hale 1996 , Smith 1997 . 11 However, recent research has shown more complexities to this process. (See for example Lewis 2001 , Sue 2013 12 In March 2015, for the first time since Mexico became and independent nation (1810), the national Census Bureau (INEGI) included the category of Black, Afro-Mexican or Afrodescendent in the intercensal national survey with the incorporation of the following question: "According to her/his culture, history and traditions, does (NAME) consider herself/himself black, that is, afromexican o afodescendent?" 13 Christina Sue's article on racial humor as part of color blindness ideology in Mexico is an excellent account of how anti-black racism and mestizaje intertwine. (Sue and Golash-Boza 2013a) . 14 In the last 3 decades, but in particular the last 10 years, the presence of Black organizations in the coastal region of Oaxaca and Guerrero has increased and they have become important interlocutors with state and federal officials. 15 Criollo, creole in English, here refers to the 'pure' descendants of Iberian people who during the colonial period where at the top of the hierarchical social order and then led much of the Independence war. 16 Note that in Krauze's Washington Post version of this article (Krauze 2005b ), this argument is not included. 17 Various authors have discussed the question of the denial of racism in different Latin American countries. They overall argue this denial is commonplace due to the belief that mixture is preferable to and "less nasty" than binary divisions (Hernández 2012 , Rahier 2014 , Sue and Golash-Boza 2013b . Also, in many contexts, this denial has an anti-US aspect and a sentiment of comparison as being 'better than' the United States. This can be seen, for example, in conversation about affirmative action in Latin American countries. So overall the resistance to acknowledge racism is both a Mexican and a regional phenomena for which anti-US feeling allows a sort of displacement of public recognition: "the United States is the worst". 18 Indigenous people gained legal recognition until 1992 and Black people are still fighting for it. 19 For a more detailed discussion see , Vieira Powers 2002 . 20 Paradoxically, in the same publication where Monsiváis defended Memín Pinguín against US intervention, other academics wrote incisive analyses of the same event and the overall situation of racism in Mexico (Vaughn and Vinson I I I 2008, Velázquez Gutiérrez 2008) and Latin America more generally (De La Cadena 2008) . 21 Sterling is referring here to Krauze's comment in his 2005 piece that Memín Pinguín "is a thoroughly likable character, rich in sparkling wisecracks, and is felt to represent not any sense of racial discrimination but rather the egalitarian possibility that all groups can live together in peace. During the 1970s and '80s, his historietas sold over a million and a half copies because they touched an authentic chord of sympathy and tenderness among poorer people, who identified with Memin Pinguin". (Krauze 2005b) 22 See also the notion of "cordial racism" for the case of Brazil (Owensby 2005) .
